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Abstract: In this essay I discuss the Pop-Up against Coronavirus Project, initiated by the Fondazione Tancredi di Barolo 
based in Turin Italy. It is a research, conservation and educational foundation devoted to movable books, especially pop-up 
books. Their work with children is in conjunction with their museum of School and Children’s books (Museo della Scuola 
e del Libro per l’Infanzia). When the outbreak of the coronavirus in Italy in late February 2020 prevented the academic 
conference they had organized from occurring, the foundation immediately turned their attention to working cross 
culturally with and for children, engaging Italian, Chinese and later Dutch artists and paper engineers to devise working 
models of different types of pop-ups. I give an account of the inception of the project, discuss the materials provided on 
their site, and examine some of the images of the homemade artifacts made by children and their families in Italy and 
China.
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The Pop-Up against Coronavirus Project is an initiative formed by the Fondazione 
Tancredi di Barolo, a research, conservation, and educational foundation devoted to 
movable books, especially pop-up books, based in Turin, Italy. Its work with children is in 
conjunction with its museum of school and children’s books (Museo della Scuola e del 
Libro per l’Infanzia). 
When the outbreak of the coronavirus in Italy in late February 2020 cancelled 
the academic conference the foundation had organized, members of the foundation 
immediately turned their attention to working cross-culturally with and for children, 
engaging Italian, Chinese, and later Dutch artists and paper engineers to devise working 
models of different types of movable books, especially pop-ups. The foundation then 
invited children to create pop-up books or one-page pop-up cards based on these 
examples—as well as templates and how-to videos—which were all posted on the project 
website (“Build”). Children were also invited to modify the models according to the 
materials they had available to them. The templates, the examples of professional artists’ 
objects, and the supporting how-to videos show in a clear, basic way how to make simple 
pop-up artifacts. Some of the examples include familiar cartoon characters created 
by popular children’s book illustrators from the artists’ respective countries, as well as 
realistic materials depicting life under the coronavirus at home and in hospital.
Children and their supporting adults were invited to share their submissions with 
the foundation so images of the child-made artifacts could be posted on the project 
website. Some participants sent in images of their finished objects, but others shared 
their drawings, which the adult designers and engineers turned into three-dimensional 
artifacts. (Participants fill out an online form giving formal permission to share images of 
their artifacts.)
The Pop-Up against Coronavirus Project is cross-cultural and cross-linguistic and 
bridges the so-called divide between the digital and the material. All instructions are 
provided via the digital medium, but the aim is to construct a material object. The final 
visual representations of the child-made artifacts are also digital, but the gallery depicts 
artifacts that would have been presented in a material display. 
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I discuss this important and innovative project in the three sections below. First, I give an 
account of the inception of the project, which was cross-cultural and cross-linguistic due to 
the nationalities and languages of the key people involved. Next, I discuss the supporting 
materials, including how-to videos by Massimo Missiroli, provided by the adult artists and 
movable book designers and engineers on the project website. Then, I discuss a cross-section 
of the images posted to the project website (“POP UP”; “The ‘POP-UP’”) of the homemade 
artifacts by the participating children and families, Italian and Chinese. These digital artifacts 
are presented in static images or short, embedded videos. Some of the videos are silent, and 
some include sound. Based on these, I analyze the design and affordances of the homemade 
movable artifacts, particularly those using pop-up structures.  
Before going further, a key term needs to be explained. What is a pop-up book? In 
Anglo-American culture, movable books have long been associated with children and with 
creating effects of surprise and pleasure. Books directed to children with different interactive 
components have been developed since the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century 
in Britain. While initially dependent on one or two manipulable components, such as flaps 
and tabs, with the development of papermaking technology in the mid to later nineteenth 
century, movable books became more complex in two and three dimensions (see Field; 
Montanaro). 
Although the term “pop-up” was initially used earlier in the twentieth century, it gained 
wide currency in the United States in the early 1930s (Crupi and Vagliani 66). In 1932, Blue 
Ribbon Books developed a three-dimensional book, with Harold B. Lentz (1896-1980) as 
the illustrator and paper engineer, and the term has subsequently been linked with this kind 
of construction. Lentz entered into an arrangement with Walt Disney Studios, and the term 
“pop-up” was registered as a trademark with Disney Enterprises. In 1933, the Walt Disney 
Company widely popularized the term by publishing such titles as The Pop-Up Mickey 
Mouse with Blue Ribbon Books. The connection of the term “pop-up” with Disney is stated 
in the copyright information “@1933 Disney Enterprises” (McGrath 33-34). I propose that 
the association of the pop-up mechanisms with Disney cartoon figures may also create the 
common presupposition that the device will offer only amusing effects. 
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Specialist paper engineers apply the term not to specific construction techniques, since 
these vary in makeup and in complexity, but to a specific kind of movable book. Missiroli 
describes this kind of book as one where “certain elements of the image rise up from the page 
when it is opened and create volumetric structures that fold back on themselves upon closing 
it” (Pop-Up). 
From the perspective of someone engaging with the book object, pop-ups function by the 
movement of a hidden device, which is precipitated by a person opening the cover or page. 
The action has been compared to that of a jack-in-the-box toy, and the effect is such that the 
person becomes a marvelling spectator of the action they have perhaps unknowingly been 
the catalyst of. Based on this analogy, the most common effects associated with pop-ups are 
surprise or startled laughter (Reid-Walsh 211-13, 244).
This visceral effect has been noted by pop-up artist and engineer Robert Sabuda. 
Contrasting a pop-up to a picture book, he says, “It’s a completely different book experience. 
There’s a different kind of engagement mechanism. . . . They come right out and touch you. 
I’ve seen people jump back and that’s a serious reaction, very visceral” (qtd. in Faden 77). Eric 
Faden, in turn, compares this effect to the story of how the Lumière film of a train appearing to 
run into a building caused some of the Parisian audience to flee (77; see also Baird). Further, in 
his short chapter in a children’s book in which different illustrators share their backgrounds and 
ideas about art, Sabuda uses the word “wow” to describe this emotional effect. He concludes 
his discussion of making pop-up books with the remark, “[A]ll the hard work is worth it when 
someone opens the pop-up and exclaims WOW!” (qtd. in Carle 94; see also Hinsch, Felix, and 
Rauschnabel).
Significantly, Sabuda contextualizes and diversifies his representation of pop-up effects 
earlier in the same interview: “When I’m creating a pop-up, I try to think of how I can make it 
‘dance across the page.’ For me, that’s what pop-ups are like, dancers in a performance taking 
place between two pages” (qtd. in Carle 94). He continues: 
Making a pop-up book is different from making a picture book. I don’t make a drawing of 
what I want the pop-up to look like. Instead, I use scissors right from the beginning, cutting 
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and shaping the paper into a very simple pop-up. Over the next few weeks and months I 
refine all of the pop-ups in the book, making sure they can be opened and closed time and 
time again. (94) 
In Sabuda’s own pop-up books, the range and subtlety of the effects have been noted by 
researchers. For example, in his dark and complex pop-up adaptation of the fairy tale Beauty and 
the Beast, he evokes complex emotions by using multiple devices, such as flaps, peepholes, and 
volvelles or discs in addition to a central pop-up device; the range of devices invites different kinds 
of engagement with the book object (Reid-Walsh 219-20). 
With this history and associations in mind, my questions concern the effects of the amateur 
productions in the Pop-Up against Coronavirus Project on an adult viewer. Can they evoke 
multiple and subtle effects? Or, do the designs evoke only stereotypical responses of surprise 
or amusement through their action? Finally, are pop-ups, a seemingly superficial children’s 
book format, able to convey key experiences of the pandemic?
Contextualizing the Fondazione Tancredi di Barolo Project 
Before analyzing the homemade artifacts enabled by the foundation project, I describe 
the background of the collaboration between the founders. I also examine the pedagogical 
materials provided by the designers and illustrators on the project’s website. 
From the outset, the Pop-Up against Coronavirus Project was conceived as an international, 
collaborative project between participants in two countries: Italy and China. The ideas for the 
coronavirus project derived from friendships among three men who are scholars, collectors, 
and, in two cases, designers of movable books, especially pop-up books: Professor Pompeo 
Vagliani, who runs the foundation in Turin, Italy; Mr. Massimo Missiroli from Forli, Italy; and Mr. 
Zhongping Guan from Beijing, China. 
The following summary of the project’s inception is based on a group email 
correspondence between myself, Missiroli, and Guan in spring and summer 2020 about the 
circumstances of their meeting. Missiroli and Guan have known of each other for some time 
as eminent, generous collectors and designers of movable books who work to share their 
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knowledge with the wider public, particularly children. They first met face to face in Shanghai 
in 2019 at the International Children’s Book Fair, where they were both displaying their books. 
Despite not speaking one another’s language, they realized they had similar world views. 
Accordingly, they taught one another about their respective cultures through movable books 
from the past and contemporary pop-up book designers and decided to collaborate (Missiroli 
8 July 2020).  
When the coronavirus pandemic began, Missiroli introduced Guan to Vagliani. When the 
two Italians saw the first Chinese pop-ups made “against the coronavirus,” they were inspired 
to repeat the operation in Italy during the lockdown. Owing to Missiroli’s efforts, this service 
project included other partners, notably eminent Italian illustrators, who gave permission to 
share their images for free on the project’s website (Missiroli 8 July 2020). 
Elaborating on the situation in China in late January 2020 at the outset of the outbreak, 
Guan stressed how the limits on people’s actions were severe. As a result, he used his large 
social media presence to call for participants to share pop-up books and cards at home, and 
some correspondents started making their own. His comments are evocative of the aims 
of the projects: “Let everyone not be lonely at home, and use this way to understand what 
happened and what to do with children” (Guan 10 July 2020). 
After they began collaborating, Guan shared Italian resources, such as templates made 
by Missiroli and Italian book illustrators, with his Chinese cohort and, in exchange, shared the 
designs created by Chinese participants with the Italians. He too considers the project to be a 
great cultural exchange (Guan 10 July 2020).1 
This email exchange demonstrates that a deep knowledge of pop-up books, from the 
perspective of not only collectors but makers, can provide a visual and tactile language 
that crosses cultural and linguistic borders. Digital communication enables inclusive sharing 
across the vast geographic distance between Italy and China as well as the inclusion of 
participants from other cultures and languages. Accordingly, from the outset, the Pop-Up 
against Coronavirus Project was formalized as an international collaboration. This is stated on 
the project website, which briefly describes the history of and interrelation between the Italian 
Pop-Up against Coronavirus Project and its Chinese predecessor. It recounts how the situation 
1 The European and 
Chinese situations and 
the creative responses 
are also applicable, 
with modifications, 
to a North American 
context. The project’s 
website invited 
participants to devise 
their own project and 
movable book objects 
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in China propelled the response in Italy and how the aims of the Italian project are adapted 
from the Chinese situation. 
Below are excerpts from the English translations of pages on the project website. The aims 
of the Chinese project are described as a background and context for images of the homemade 
artifacts:  
  During the Spring Festival in February, coronavirus prevention and control is a critical 
period in China. Everyone obeyed arrangements to stay at home and reduce outings. So, the 
pop-up book collector Guan Zhongping invited pop-up fans to [a] WeChat group to learn and 
exchange experience in pop-up book design. 
  During this period, many fans and parents tried to make pop-up books and cards about 
viral education. These cards are interesting and mostly handmade by parents and children. After 
the production and sharing, it also played a role in teaching children about virus knowledge 
and protection knowledge. Here are the works of some book[s] from Chinese pop-up fans. 
(“Educational”)
Another page on the project website explains the relationship between the Chinese and Italian 
projects and provides a home for users to access both the homemade Chinese projects and the 
Italian templates and tutorials analyzed below: 
  Taking a cue from this experience, usefully transferable to the current situation also in Italy, 
the Tancredi di Barolo Foundation and MUSLI have launched a similar involvement / awareness 
activity on the issue of coronavirus, using the construction of pop-up books as a means. 
  In collaboration with pop-up designer Massimo Missiroli and thanks to the involvement 
of illustrators and authors for children, templates and tutorials have been prepared with which 
young and old can create animated tables and pop-up cards on the theme of coronavirus 
prevention and knowledge. (“POP UP”)
At the end of the page is a link to the local press coverage of the initiative. Significantly, it invites 
in response the topic 
“pop-up against 
the coronavirus.” In 
response, I undertook 
a creative making 
project about life 
under coronavirus 
with a mother and her 
nine-and-a half-year-
old daughter in the 
summer of 2020. At 
the girl’s initiative, 
we collectively made 
a movable book 
whereby she was the 
artist, her mother the 
craftsman/maker, and 
me the consultant. 
We followed 
Missiroli’s how-to 
videos and he kindly 
gave expert advice 
throughout. 
The final project was 
not a pop-up book 
but a wordless, book-
like artifact combining 
images that transform 
through lifting flaps 
and manipulating 
attached paper dolls. 
The artifact tells a 
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participation and provides a formal statement of consent to show images of the homemade 
products.2 
Online Educational Materials for Pop-Up Making 
In this section, I briefly describe and analyze the digital materials available on the project 
website (“Build”). These include templates in both black and white and in colour for making 
pop-ups, photographs of finished examples by noted pop-up illustrators and book designers, 
and how-to videos. The templates or patterns are mainly for pop-up books but also include 
other kinds of movable devices, such as flaps, tabs, and simple combined formats. Embedded 
videos created by Missiroli demonstrate how to use these patterns and discuss how to make 
different, simply designed pop-up books for young children and adults inexperienced in 
bookmaking.
The templates and video tutorials contain familiar cartoon characters for children to 
make as well as realistic and educational information about life during the coronavirus 
outbreak: Scrolling down the page from the top, the viewer sees coloured and black and 
white cartoon figures of children, flowers, bears, lions, birds, a whale, Moka the cow, the 
witch Theadora, Olga the cloud, and so on. These were designed by well-known Italian 
illustrators for children Silvia Foranzi, Agostino Traini, and especially Nicoletta Costa. The 
website notably includes Costa’s four-image sequence with the reassuring refrain “andra 
tutto bene” (everything will be fine). For the project, these artists donated their copyrighted 
images to the foundation and worked in conjunction with Missiroli to create black and white 
and coloured templates to download. Missiroli also created short video tutorials for the 
children and their families. 
While these familiar and heartening popular children’s characters and situations are 
available for children and families to make, there are other images on the website that 
represent aspects of life during the pandemic. These include a model mask designed by 
Dutch artist Paul de Graaf, a stand-up image of how to wash your hands by Missiroli, and a 
government-sponsored six-flap guide about what to do and what not to do to combat the 
virus. In addition, there are two realistic three-dimensional pop-ups of apartment buildings 
visual narrative of the 
girl’s life where she 
alternates between 
digital education and 
digital play with the 
cardboard depiction 
of the laptop case 
being the mechanism 
of change. Although 
not necessarily 
evoking laughter, 
her artistic ideas and 
rendering, combined 
with our material 
manifestation, 
enabled the girl 
to literally turn or 
flip her world or 
life upside down! 
We stopped the 
making project 
when it ceased to 
be enjoyable, when 
flipping the pages 
reverted literally and 
metaphorically from 
fun to work. The 
mother and daughter 
together made a 
video of the final 
artifact inspired by 
the how-to videos 
of Missiroli and the 
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with people leaning out their windows or standing on their balconies wearing masks and 
doing such typical homely activities as laundry, rocking a baby in a carriage, and playing 
a musical instrument. The simpler of these two pop-ups, “Uniti anche a distanza!” (united 
even at a distance), was designed by Laura Crema and Missiroli, while the more elaborate, 
architectural one—with six balconies on three levels—was created by Alessia Elettra Campana 
(see “Build”). In this way, the templates and other materials on the Italian website show a 
wide range of realistic and fantastical images related to life during the coronavirus.
While many of the digital materials described above are static, the project’s website also 
includes moving images in the form of video tutorials by Missiroli. These are unusual in their 
lack of spoken content. In some ways these videos showing how to make movable books 
recall strategies used in cooking shows, where the maker shows the start of the project 
and then represents a later point in the making process by having a second example to 
show. Although the tutorials are hosted on the Italian project website, they have a much 
wider intended audience—specifically, Chinese makers. By extension they could be used by 
children and adults in any country wishing to participate in the project.
The strategy of using silence is an adroit one. Because the videos are intended for a 
global audience, the absence of speech is important. Each location could provide a suitable 
language (Russell). Yet Missiroli’s tutorials are a moving/movable language in themselves, 
designed for global use, especially Guan’s followers. Since their common communication is 
through pop-up books, it seems logical that Missiroli would use the movements in making 
pop-ups as an educational tool. Furthermore, while these short videos clearly present 
how-to in actions, they have other formal aspects that turn them into digital artifacts in 
their own right. They have a slow-paced rhythm, and the lack of speech allows the viewer 
to hear the sounds of the paper he is moving. The videos are eloquent in their silence and 
demand close concentration in order to follow the visual instructions. On account of their 
artistry, I consider the demonstration videos to serve as a bridge between the didactic and 
homemade creative materials hosted on the website. Moreover, the absolute concentration 
required of a viewer creates an immersive experience and achieves a side effect of deep 
calm.3
3 Attending to the 
video may even 
2 See the project’s 




by the participants 
(see “Surviving”).
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As a totality, the information displayed on the website offers creative and critical making 
activities whereby children with supporting adults derive working models of the pop-up 
templates on the website or create their own designs. The aim is to submit photos of the 
homemade artifacts to be displayed in the gallery section; if unable to complete the project, a 
participant may submit sketches to the professional designers. 
These multiple contexts for the project website frame the analysis of the representations 
of the final homemade artifacts, both static and moving, displayed in the digital gallery. In the 
next section, I analyze the modes of presentation and the effects, anticipated and unexpected, 
on an adult viewer. 
Child-Made Pop-Ups as Paper Performances 
In this section, I engage in a comparative description and analysis of a cross-section of 
representations of the three-dimensional, pop-up artifacts made by Chinese and Italian children 
and their families. These consist of static images and videos (by Chinese children) and mainly static 
images (by Italian children). The Chinese and Italian projects are collaborative and intermingle 
with one another, but given that the coronavirus impacted China first and Guan’s initiative came 
first, I begin with a description and analysis of the pop-ups produced by Chinese makers. 
Since the child makers range widely in age, the projects vary in both the coronavirus topic 
chosen for the artifact and the complexity of design. As mentioned, sometimes the videos 
are silent and sometimes they have accompanying sound. I explore the affordances of these 
representations. How do digital images of the material objects alone evoke media effects, 
without the usual cues of atmosphere and context?  
As a result of the centrality of Missoroli’s contribution to the project, I consider all the 
images and videos, both Chinese and Italian, in relation to the guidance provided on the Italian 
project website by the participating artists, designers, and paper engineers (“Build”). In each 
case, I examine these images in terms of the effects, considering whether the homemade 
pop-up books evoke surprise and amusement through their sudden actions or whether more 
unexpected, subtler responses are evoked. Specifically, I am interested in the presence or 
absence of the expected or stereotypical “startle” and “wow” effects associated with pop-ups. 
create a kind 
of mindfulness, 
similar to that 
achieved when 




Being able to 
achieve absorption 
in a task in the time 
of a pandemic 
is significant in 





some early childhood 
educators have 
suggested that using 
interactive activities, 
and I would include 
creative making 
as an example, 
could invite such a 
state. Ben Deery, 
Lecturer in Early 
Childhood Education 
at the University of 
Melbourne, notes, 
“Mindfulness for 
children should be 
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As a result of the virus having blocked access to the material artifacts, the images on 
the website substitute for a material display. Instead of engaging tactilely, visually, and 
kinesthetically with the objects, we are restricted primarily to the visual. While the photographs 
are static and mute, the videos are complex, multimedia texts in themselves. Here, the objects 
are displayed in action enabled by the hands of a child or on occasion an adult maker. The 
videos may be silent or contain music, such as songs that provide atmosphere and context for 
the objects. I consider all these representations of the three-dimensional artifacts to be paper 
performances. This idea hearkens back to Sabuda’s evocative analogy quoted earlier: “For 
me, that’s what pop-ups are like, dancers in a performance taking place between two pages” 
(Carle 94). The difference between the still and moving images is that the photographs are 
inert, waiting to be brought into action; the videos display the activated object engaged in a 
single performance that may be repeated by a viewer. 
Since I have no knowledge of Chinese culture, with regard to the images and videos of 
pop-ups made by Chinese makers, I experiment in reading the pop-ups in terms of what is 
visually and aurally legible. At the end of the section, I bring in cultural knowledge from Guan 
to provide a richer account of the representations of the artifacts. 
Chinese Pop-Ups
There are many images and videos of pop-ups made by Chinese makers on the Italian 
project website (“Educational”). The page comprises seventeen static images and five 
short videos. As a gallery recording the impact of the virus and children’s and families’ 
creative responses, it combines realism with fantastic aspects. The static images of the three-
dimensional artifacts are no less moving than the video animations. 
Scrolling down the webpage I am struck both by images and themes in common with 
the Italian project website concerning coronavirus education and by images and themes that 
are specific to the Chinese experience. Names of artists are provided but not ages. Pop-ups 
that echo images and themes from the Italian project website include three items by Chenye: 
“Books about viruses_wear masks,” “Books about viruses_wash hands,” and “Books about 
viruses_what is coronavirus.” (The last work uses Missiroli’s template “how do you imagine 
interactive, play-
based, and focused 
on sensory and 
body awareness. It 
should use emotional 
vocabulary and 
sensory language 
(for example, talking 
about sounds, taste, 
textures and smells), 
be hands-on where 
possible, and most 
importantly, it should 
be fun.”
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the coronavirus.”) Others are specific to the history of the virus in China. One in particular, 
“Knowledge about bat and virus,” is by Zhang Yuyang (see fig. 1). Here a young hand holds 
up a grey and black bat’s wing to show the process of transmission. 
The most striking images made by Chinese contributors concern hospital scenes. There are 
external views of hospitals that resemble construction playsets and internal views of hospital 
rooms. There are two versions of scenes entitled “Encourage Wuhan scene” by Chenye (see 
“Educational”). One features an adult hand stabilizing the paper artifact (see fig. 2) and the 
second is free standing. Both feature occupied hospital rooms, and the people and things 
within resemble paper dollhouse furniture at its simplest—a bed with a name tag fixed to its 
end, with a patient (perhaps a child) wearing a mask sitting up in it; a small side table with 
flowers; and two adults wearing masks looking through a glass partition from outside the 
room. One is male and the other could be female. The floor is tiled. The second version has 
hearts on the top of the wall as a frieze and a banner of the top of the bed. There is a medical 
attendant in full personal protective equipment (PPE) by the bed. Without understanding 
the specific situation, the characters and the two miniature stage sets seem to depict a happy 
outcome for a family.
The Chinese-made videos, such as one of a small boy dressed as a prince combatting the 
coronavirus and frightening it away, again cross over with the Italian themes, but they also 
elaborate the medical context; two, for example, show medical professionals as heroes on the 
covers of small booklets of five pop-ups telling the story of the virus’s spread through a hospital. 
The most emotionally moving video is the animated version of the hospital scene discussed 
above. The sixteen-second video features manicured female hands manipulating the book. It is 
the same hospital scene described above, but in the video, the camera pans across the scene 
with adults looking in through the glass partition as the medical professional attending the 
patient opens the name tag. Hearts float by one figure’s eyes and a short loving song sung by a 
female voice sets the mood. The combined impact of viewing the static playset along with the 
video showing the interior views is powerful, even when the viewer cannot read the script on 
the card or understand the song’s lyrics.4 Later, when I asked Guan about the hospital scenes, he 
kindly sent me the original photo on which the pop-up was based and further contextualization. 
4 Guan also kindly 
emailed me links to 
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Figure 1: “Knowledge about bat and virus” by Zhang Yuyang. 
Printed with permission from Fondazione Tancredi di Barolo.
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Figure 2: Wuhan hospital scene pop-up. Printed with permission 
from Fondazione Tancredi di Barolo.
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Guan stressed the crucial timing of the artwork and the symbolic function of the images: 
“You can see the signature time of the picture, January 30th. This is also the most dangerous 
period of China’s coronavirus.” He explains that in the original photo, the head of each figure 
represents a kind of food: “The patient’s head is a bowl of hot dry noodles, which is a famous 
food in Wuhan. And the people outside are the special food of other cities in China. You can 
see Rougamo, which represents Shaanxi. Juicy Meat Dumpling represents Shanghai, hot pot 
represents Chongqing, and green onions represent Shandong.” He considers the images to 
form “a very heartwarming picture,” saying that not only did medical staff from across the entire 
country come to support the hospitals in the crisis but the entire country cared for the people in 
Wuhan. He explains that the pop-up card was designed by fans and that they added “nice music 
on Douyin (TikTok)” (Guan 18 Oct. 2020).
It is valuable to place Guan’s account with his detailed inside knowledge of the circumstances 
against my own outsider interpretations. I consider these insider perspectives and analyses to 
form a cluster of knowledge about the terrible events around the COVID-19 outbreak in late 
January 2020 in China and about the resulting breadth and depth of human response. Linking 
these materials to the pop-ups made by Chinese makers on the Italian project website widens 
their potential audience geographically and culturally. Since the intended viewership is young 
people and their families or supporting adults, the emphasis is on mutual and community 
support, and individual and collective resilience. This is evident to someone like myself, a viewer 
distanced by geography, culture, and language but keenly interested in child-made artifacts, 
here representing aspects of their lives under coronavirus.  
Italian Pop-Ups 
The images of the homemade objects produced by Italian makers are less elaborate than 
those depicting Chinese-made pop-ups. Since the ages of the Italian child makers are given, 
viewers know they were created by children ranging in age from four to seven (see “The 
‘POP-UP’”). They are derived from some of the templates provided on the project website 
and shown in the video tutorials. These include static images of a pop-up of Costa’s popular 
rabbit character Giulio Coniglio waving at the viewer with the mechanism of a slightly raised 
two further Chinese 
language websites 
that expand on the 
context for some of 
the artifacts in the 
gallery on the Italian 
project website. They 
combine static and 
moving images and 
link to a video from 
the Italian website 
by Mr. Missiroli. The 
most spectacular 
sequences are the 
hospital scenarios 
that not only show 
a COVID hospital 
space and an exterior 
view but also a 
full construction 
site, with air and 
ground vehicles 
in the process of 
building a hospital. 
The complex set of 
images resembles a 
construction play set 
with the involvement 
of airplanes and 
surface vehicles, 
like trucks and 
bulldozers (Guan 10 
July 2020). See also 
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Figure 3: “The trajectory of the virus” (4-part sequence) by Emma 
Passarello. Printed with permission from Fondazione Tancredi di Barolo.
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arm bearing the “Andra tutto bene” message (by four-year-old Matilde); a duck and duckling 
bursting out of an egg through a small V fold stand-up structure (made by five-year-old 
Tommaso); and a set of images on separate cards (by seven-year-old Emma). 
Emma’s artifact (see fig. 3) makes a compelling group derived from Missiroli’s and other 
designers’ images available on the website. These consist of a representation of the coronavirus 
face and head, which moves out slightly when the card is opened (see fig. 3, top left); a flower 
with the handwritten label “fiore distorra [sic]” (distant flower; fig. 3, top right); a child in bed 
with a friendly sun face out the window of her room that would pop-out slightly when the card 
is opened (fig. 3, bottom left); and an image of two children, one older than the other, playing 
outside on a see-saw that again uses a simple fold mechanism to enable the structure to rise 
slightly (fig. 3, bottom right). 
I interpret the sequence of movable images as a poignant depiction tracing the virus’s 
trajectory in a girl and her recovery. The purple colour connects the scenes: the monstrous 
purple and red virus, the white and purple counterpane on the sick bed, and finally her playing 
outside with another child on a purple see-saw. At the bottom of the page, there is a brief video 
entitled “Jack in the Box contro il coronavirus” (Jack in the Box against coronavirus) by Stefano, 
with no age given. It is based on a template created by Missiroli and has the toy character 
emerging from a box that stands up when the card is opened, thus frightening the virus away. 
The video shows the card opening to activate the movement.
The children’s choice of topics is worth further attention. Missiroli commented on the 
attraction of many children to the design of the virus, not the problems it could create. He 
observes that “some eight-year-olds have included the virus drawings of video games where you 
had to shoot the virus to destroy it. So they view the virus as an enemy to destroy. They didn’t 
think about disease or death” (Missiroli 23 July 2020). (While Missiroli ascribes this attitude to 
the children’s age, if European news reports and Anglo-American governmental responses are 
an indicator, this is the rhetoric and strategy used by the ruling adults as well.) Yet a contrasting 
viewpoint is provided by seven-year-old Emma’s sequence, which uses the movable components 
in a powerful way to show a visual narrative of the progress of the virus in a child from infection 
to illness to recovery—a narrative possibly based on personal experience. 
the Cubic Bookstore 
(“Collection”; 
“You’ve Done”).
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Conclusion: Homemade Pop-Ups Evoking Smiles, Tears, and Hope 
This discussion of the images of the three-dimensional pop-up artifacts created with 
Missiroli’s and Guan’s support by child and parent makers in Italy and in China reveals a wide 
range of depictions of life under the coronavirus. They vary from daily, mundane existence 
to dramatic life-and-death struggles, both realistic and fantastical. Similarly, because of the 
ages and circumstances of the makers, there are a variety of complexities in the design of 
the objects. The artifacts may be derived from straightforward templates, such as that of a 
child’s view of the coronavirus to be coloured and made to stand up slightly or a full pop-up 
card based on the jack-in-the-box template, which depicts a superhero-like figure fighting the 
virus. Conversely, the artifacts may use complex structures that require more advanced paper 
engineering knowledge, as with the three-dimensional scenes of a sick room or hospital that 
resemble a paper playset. The most complicated pop-up structures are architectural scenes of 
buildings, such as the Italian apartment complex or the Chinese building site for a hospital. These 
objects recall building kits or construction toys rendered in paper, not wood or plastic. 
As well, the complexity and sophistication of the presentation of the images vary. There are 
simple, direct photos of the static object and there are videos of the objects in motion enabled 
by human hands. These too may be straightforward—like a show and tell in a virtual medium—or 
they may be more complex, involving carefully paced paper folding and unfolding, different 
angles of photography, and accompanying music. 
I argue that all these are layered performances. The pop-up, when activated, is a paper 
performer, as Sabuda says. I think this applies to his complicated and sophisticated structures 
and to these simpler homemade ones as well. Another layer of performance stems from the 
exigencies of working in a virtual medium that mediates between viewer and object. We cannot 
visit a gallery display of the homemade artifacts. All we have are different kinds of mediated 
transmissions enabled by cameras and sound recordings. 
Due to this kind of distanced and mediated engagement, there is no material context within 
which to examine the artifacts. We cannot scrutinize or touch them. It is impossible to even know 
their dimensions, what kind of paper is used to make them, and so on. Based on the information 
in the videos, it is possible only to roughly gauge the size of the paper in relation to different child 
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and adult hands. By virtue of there being no direct knowledge of the paper artifacts, there is not 
enough information to analyze them in terms of their material affordances. There is only indirect 
information through photography, static or moving images, sound or silence. In order to detect 
more of the stories transmitted by the three-dimensional paper objects, the only agency for a 
viewer is the ability to repeatedly click on a photograph to enlarge it or to set a video in motion. 
I consider the images of three-dimensional artifacts to be prompts for viewers. Static 
images are waiting to be set in motion. A viewer imagines three-dimensionality and movement 
that is not visible but is still inherent to the object; the ability to move is built into the design. 
A viewer is invited to imagine the pop-up in motion, mentally playing the role of a catalyst 
with a material pop-up book. The videos show human hands moving the paper components 
to display their three-dimensionality and mobility. Yet a video is only one story of a use—not 
the only one—there are other ways the book or card could be interacted with. We as viewers 
imagine other possibilities. 
Both the static and moving images effectively relay narratives using the three-dimensional 
artifacts. One is not superior to the other. The photographs of Italian seven-year-old Emily’s 
simple four-part set of cards about the progress of the coronavirus on one family is moving. It 
is no less moving than the heartrending video of the hospital room in Wuhan. 
How does this connect to my point about rethinking the stereotypes of the effects of pop-
ups as evoking a startled reaction or laughter? Obviously, the topic of the coronavirus is the 
opposite of what is usually associated with the format. Since the 1930s, and particularly the 
connection with Disney cartoons, pop-ups have been associated with laughter. Indeed, some 
of the templates and homemade artifacts employ friendly cartoon figures familiar to Italian or 
Chinese children.
At the same time, pop-up books can evoke a range of responses, as is evident in some of 
the artifacts designed by Sabuda and other contemporary artists. And, as I have suggested, 
the possibility of pop-ups evoking a range of emotions is not restricted to those constructed by 
professionals. Although these homemade artifact makers had support from professionals, the 
families and children derived their own visual narratives about life under the coronavirus and 
made their own cards and miniature sets.
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